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The Abolishment of Substance and Ontology: 
A New Interpretation of Zhang Dongsun’s 
Pluralistic Epistemology1
Abstract
Zhang Dongsun was one of the most influential thinkers of the Republic of China, a reputa-
tion which rested, in part, on his extraordinary ability to introduce Western thought in a 
way which was compatible with the specific methodology of traditional Chinese thought. 
One of his greatest contributions was most certainly the creation and development of a 
modern theory of knowledge, based upon ancient Chinese and Chan Buddhist epistemol-
ogy, and which in many respects represents a felicitous synthesis of modern science and 
traditional Chinese thought. Therefore, the present paper will mainly focus upon his theory 
of knowledge. Zhang Dongsun called his theory “pluralistic”, given the assumption that 
various elements that enable comprehension and reasoning were mutually exclusive and ir-
reducible. We shall therefore critically examine the elements (yuan 元) proposed in Zhang’s 
main epistemological treatise Plural	Epistemology (Duoyuan renshilun多元認識論), which 
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are	a	very	influential	and	pioneering	work.	Besides,	he	was	the	first	philoso-

































2. Panstructuralism (Fanjiagouzhuyi 泛架構主義)
An important assumption of his theory of knowledge is the neo-realistic view 
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To explain his own view of the cosmic order and its relation to our conscious-

















cognize	 its	 relations.	These	 relations	 form	a	 relatively	 fixed	structure.	 If	we	presuppose	 that	
the	qualities	of	things	do	not	possess	any	inner	nature	(essence),	and	that	things	only	exist	as	a	
structure,	we	have	already	recognized	the	external	reality.”	(Zhang	Dongsun,	1929b,	p.	32)
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modes of  the external world;  it  does not provide us with any knowledge about  its  content.” 
(Ibid.,	p.	170)
The	denial	of	substance	also	refers	to	the	sphere	of	ideas	(Rošker,	2008,	p.	
















4. The denial of classical ontology
One reason for our inability to recognize the essence of external things “as 
such”	 is	 thus	 to	be	 found	 in	 the	very	nature	of	 their	 existence;	 for	Zhang,	
who	did	not	acknowledge	the	existence	of	substance,	reality	was	a	process	































stance,	 nor	 its	 qualities.	The	 level	 of	material	 being	 (物)	 is	 thus	 a	merely	
physical	 substantial	 phenomenality	which	 cannot	 be	 equated	with	material	









































and  does  not  belong  to  the  external  order; 
therefore,	 it	cannot	be	perceived	or	compre-



















































called	 “structure”,	 reminded	him	of	 the	Buddhist	 concept	 of	 (necessary	or 
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the	 lower	ones.	Here,	Zhang	was	probably	 influenced	by	 the	 theory	of	 the	
evolution	of	appearances,	developed	by	C.	Lloyd	Morgan	(1852–1936)3 and 

















Zhang’s	 theory	 thus	 remains	 consistent,	 even	 though	 it	 denies	 substance,	
while advocating the idea of evolution.
6. Plurality of cognition
Zhang	 Dongsun	 called	 his	 theory	 “pluralistic”,	 given	 the	 assumption	 that	
various elements that enable comprehension and reasoning were mutually ex-
3
Conwy	 Llyod	 Morgan	 was	 one	 of	 the	 first	
British  experimental  psychologists.  He  de-
veloped the concept of the so called “mental 
evolution”,	 the	 borderline	 between	 intelli-
gence and instinct and established a tradition 
of careful observation of behaviour in natural 
settings	 (see	 Morgan,	 1930,	 pp.	 237–264). 
His most  influential work  is  Introduction to 
comparative psychology (1903).
4
Alexander  was  an  Australian  philosopher,	
who developed the concepts of an “emergent 
quality”	and	the	idea	of	“emergent	evolution”.	








“我以為在根本上是五種互相獨立的.  由感覺不能知外物;  由格式不能知感覺;  由設準不
能知格式;  由概念不能知設準.  這便是我的主張所以與歷來認識論上各種學說不同之故. 
他們的學說可以名為認識論上的一元論或認識論上的二元論  (epistemological  monism  or 
























elements	that	compose	knowledge.	In	his	treaty	External Order, Categories and Logical Postu-
lates	he	claimed	that	there	are	three	such	elements,	i.e.	external	order,	categories	and	postulates.	
In	his	article	Pluralism in the Theory of Knowledge and in his book Epistemology he wrote that 
there	are	five	such	elements:	the	given,	external	order,	categories,	postulates	and	concepts;	in	his	








































































































































































prohibited	 from	writing	and	publishing	during	 the	 last	25	years	of	his	 life,	
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Poništenje supstance i ontologije: 
Nova interpretacija pluralističke 
epistemologije Zhang Dongsuna
Sažetak
Zhang Dongsun je bio jedan od najutjecajnijih mislitelja u Republici Kini, čiji je ugled djelo-
mično počivao i na njegovoj iznimnoj sposobnosti predstavljanja zapadne misli na način kom-
patibilan sa specifičnom metodologijom tradicionalne kineske misli. Jedno od njegovih najvećih 
postignuća svakako je stvaranje i razvoj moderne teorije znanja, temeljene na klasičnoj kine-
skoj i chan-buddhističkoj epistemologiji, što umnogome predstavlja prikladnu sintezu moderne 
znanosti i tradicionalne kineske misli. Stoga se ovaj rad prvenstveno usmjerava na Zhangovu 
teoriju znanja. Zhang Dongsun je nazivao svoju teoriju »pluralističnom«, s obzirom na pretpo-
stavku da su različiti elementi koji omogućuju shvaćanje i zaključivanje uzajamno isključivi i 
nesvodljivi. Iz toga ćemo razloga kritički razmotriti elemente (yuan 元) koje Zhang predlaže u 
svojoj glavnoj epistemološkoj raspravi Plural	Epistemology (Duoyuan renshilun 多元認識論) 




Aufhebung von Substanz und Ontologie: 
Eine Neuinterpretation der pluralistischen 
Epistemologie von Zhang Dongsun
Zusammenfassung
Im ersten Viertel des 20. Jahrhunderts war Zhang Dondsun einer der einflussreichsten Denker 
der Republik China, dessen Ansehen zum Teil auch dem Umstand zu verdanken war, dass er es 
wie kein anderer verstand, das abendländische Denken seinem Lebensraum auf eine Weise zu 
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vermitteln, die mit der spezifischen Methodologie des traditionellen chinesischen Denkens kom-
patibel war. Zu seinen größten Verdiensten gehört ohne Zweifel die Entwicklung einer modernen 
Erkentnistheorie, die ihre Grundlagen im klassischen Chinesisch und in der chan-buddhisti-
schen Epistemologie hat – was in vielerlei Hinsicht eine angemessene Synthese moderner Wis-
senschaft und traditionellen chinesischen Denkens darstellt. Daher widmet sich dieser Artikel 
in erster Linie Zhang Dongsuns Theorie des Wissens. Der Philosoph selbst bezeichnete seine 
Theorie als „pluralistisch“ im Hinblick auf die These, dass unterschiedliche, das Verstehen und 
Schlussfolgern ermöglichende Elemente sich gegenseitig ausschlössen und nicht aufeinander 
rückführbar seien. Daher bemüht sich die Autorin um eine kritische Untersuchung der Elemente 
(yuan 元), die Zhang Dongsun in seiner epistemologischen Hauptschrift Plural	Epistemology 
(Duoyuan renshilun 多元認識論) vorschlägt, in der seine Theorie am vollkommensten, syste-




La suppression de la substance et de l’ontologie : 
Une nouvelle interprétation de l’épistémologie 
pluraliste de Zhang Dongsun
Résumé
Durant les trois premières décennies du XXe siècle, Zhang Dongsun fut l’un des penseurs les 
plus influents de République de Chine : une réputation qui reposait, en partie, sur son extraor-
dinaire capacité à présenter la pensée occidentale d’une manière compatible avec les méthodes 
spécifiques de la pensée traditionnelle chinoise. L’une de ses contributions majeures fut sans 
doute d’avoir créé et développé une théorie moderne de la connaissance, fondée sur l’ancienne 
épistémologie bouddhiste chinoise et le chan, ce qui représente à bien des égards une synthèse 
de la science moderne et de la pensée traditionnelle chinoise. Ainsi, cette étude se concentrera 
principalement sur sa théorie de la connaissance. Zhang Dongsun qualifiait sa théorie de « plu-
raliste » compte tenu de l’hypothèse que les divers éléments qui permettent la compréhension et 
le raisonnement sont mutuellement exclusifs et irréductibles. C’est pourquoi nous allons étudier 
de façon critique les éléments (yuan 元) proposés dans le principal traité épistémologique de 
Zhang – «	Epistémologie	plurielle	» (Duoyuan renshilun 多元認識論) – qui représente l’appro-
che la plus complète, la plus systématique et la plus cohérente de sa théorie.
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